THE   WORLD  OF GREGORY'S  CHILDHOOD        25
illegal to force a woman on to the stage against her will/ were alike inspired by the counsels of an Empress who had once been an actress and a prostitute herself. Moreover, Theodora was gifted with a courage, intelligence and political sagacity not unworthy of her station.2 She proved herself a true helpmeet for Justinian. She could enter fully into his projects, and give him real assistance by her sound advice. And, above all, when in 532 the Mka sedition broke out, and the Emperor himself grew frightened and Ms ministers were panic-stricken, Theodora restored confidence and steadied a tottering throne by her intrepid words, "Empire is a fair shroud."3 This woman, clearly, was not devoid of noble qualities. Had the circumstances of her youth been other than they were, she might have left behind her a fragrant memory and an honoured name. But she could never entirely overcome the disabilities of her upbringing. Hence, by most people in the present day, Theodora, when remembered at all, is vaguely thought of merely as a type of the nameless infamies and outrageous passions of an absolutism that has long since gone to dust. Critical research, however, pronounces a more charitable verdict.
Such were the rulers of the world in the year 540. It remains to consider the condition of Italy, and to remark the way in which the ambitious plans of the Byzantine despots affected the life and fortunes of Eoman Gregory.
(6) The Condition of Italy and the Second Gothic War.
It was one of Justinian's aims to re-establish the broken unity of his Empire by the conquest of the West. This ambitious task was commenced by the overthrow of the Vandal kingdom in Africa. But Justinian could not stop short with this, nor would he have wished to do so, even had it been possible. Before ever the Byzantine armies set sail for Africa, John of Cappadocia had given a warning to the Emperor, " If Africa should be reduced, it cannot be preserved unless Italy and Sicily be conquered in addition."4 The prince acknowledged the cogency of his minister's argument, yet remained
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